Eligibility for free GP care, "need" and GP visiting in Ireland.
The determinants of general practitioner (GP) visiting patterns in Ireland, in particular the role of eligibility for free GP care, are examined using microdata from a nationally representative survey of the population in 2001. Whereas most studies find that need factors such as age and health status are most important in determining GP visiting rates, the Irish situation is complicated by the distinction between medical card patients, who receive free GP visits, and private patients, who must pay for each visit. Controlling for a variety of need-related and other factors, the results show that health status and medical card eligibility are consistently most important in explaining differences in GP visiting patterns. The medical card result is particularly noteworthy; even when differences in age and other observable characteristics between medical card and private patients are taken into account, medical card patients are both more likely than private patients to visit their GP, and they visit more frequently when they do. In addition, we investigated whether individuals just above the income threshold for a medical card are disadvantaged in terms of accessing GP services in comparison with other private patients on higher incomes. We found that there is little significant difference among private patients in GP visiting rates as we move up the income distribution.